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PATRICIA MARX
Interview with Anne Sexton Marx: I understand that you started writing poetry only in 1957.
What made you begin at such a late date?
Sexton: Well, it was actually personal experience, because I had had a nervous breakdown, and as I was recovering I started to write, and I got more and more serious about it, and I started out writing almost a poem a day. It was a kind of rebirth at 29.
Marx: What do you think caused you to write poetry after a breakdown? What was the impetus?
Sexton: It's too strange. It's just a matter of coincidence. I think probably I'm an artist at heart, and I've found my own form, which I think is poetry. I was looking at educational television in Boston, and I. A. Richards was explaining the form of a sonnet, and I thought, "Well, so that's a sonnet." Although I had learned it in high school, I hadn't ever done anything about it. And so I thought, "I'll try that, too. I think maybe I
could." So I sat down and wrote in the form of the sonnet. I was so pleased with myself that for about three months I w a sonnet every day. There are no sonnets in my book. They hav since been discarded. But that's the way I started. Marx: When did you start taking yourself seriously as a poet?
Sexton: I think when I was published. After I'd been wri about a year and a half I started sending things to magazin and collecting rejection slips. I wasted a lot of time on it. Th were kind of two sides of me. One part was writing poems v seriously and the other was running this little fool's busine which meant I will send out my poems today to four magazines and the mail will bring five or six poems back.
Marx: You often mention your experience in an asylum whe you wrote poetry. Did you write when you were very disturbed or afterwards? Did you find writing had a beneficial effect your health? Sexton: I don't think so particularly. Marx: Do you discard many poems that you write? Sexton: Well, now I think I prediscard them. I don't writ which is one reason why I write less than I did in the begin I wrote a lot of unimportant poems, and now when I lo poem, I always wonder why was this written. There sho reason for it. It should do something to me. It should m I have some poems that have haunted me for four or fiv and they're unfinished and maybe they'll never be fin know they're not right, but it hurts not to write them this great need somehow to keep that time of my life, tha ing. I want to imprison it in a poem, to keep it. It's alm way like keeping a scrapbook to make life mean somethi goes by, to rescue it from chaos?to make "now" last.
Marx: In your first volume of poetry, To Bedlam and Pa Back, you quote another passage from a letter, this tim Schopenhauer to Goethe, and it says, "It is the courage a clean breast of it in the face of every question that a philosopher." I take it that you mean this courage also a poet. Sexton: I think they are really very closely allied. I don't it's that difficult at all. It's within a woman to create, to make order, to be an emotional, full human being, I think; perhaps men are better because they are denied this in their lives. Marx: In one of your poems, "The Black Art," you wrote, "A woman who writes feels too much those fancies and portents" and then in another stanza, "A man who writes knows too much of spells and fetishes." Do you think there is this distinction be? tween the woman being the feeling creature and the man being the rational? Sexton: I don't think so, really. I think I was lying a little bit. It is in that same poem I said a writer is essentially a crook, and we're quite together in that, the male and female. I don't think that man is the rational being, and there are some marvelous women poets who are very rational: Marianne Moore, Eliza? beth Bishop. May Swenson is a very good poet and certainly not over-emotional in any way. She knows just when to hold back and when to give forth. Then there are male poets who are so emotional that I don't think this holds true. Great poets know both.
Marx: You were mentioning that perhaps the reason that more men have been great poets is that they are denied the creativity that comes naturally to women, through having children. Do you think then that some kind of channeling or denial is im? portant?
Sexton: Well, it hasn't been for me. I think that it might be so. Marx: You mentioned before that as a writer you feel alone and not part of the earth.
Sexton: It isn't as a writer. It's as a human being. Marx: Do you feel you are associated with any other poets?
Sexton: I am often likened to Robert Lowell or W. D. Snodgrass, and I think we all kind of got born into this about the same time, writing in a certain frank style. I do find that perhaps I'm drawn to women poets because some of them have some quality that I lack. I often find myself liking a poet, for ex?
ample, May Swenson, or Elizabeth Bishop, who does some?
thing that I can't do at all, and I admire it for being so clear and true and having a beauty that doesn't seem to shine from my poetry at all. I don't feel as though I'm part of any group, be? cause I'm too much off by myself, and not in the academic world, except that I did study with Robert Lowell for a while. Marx: I wonder in what way you feel his poetry influenced your work?
Sexton: Actually, this is a terrible thing to admit, but I read any of his poetry when I studied with him. I did no college, and when I was studying with him I was so inno not to have read any of his poems, and his Life Studies come out at the time. They came out after I had finished ing with him. So they didn't influence me at all, be hadn't seen them. If anything influenced me it was W. D grass' Heart's Needle. I had written about half of my fir when I read that poem, and it moved me to such an
it's about a child, and he has to give up his child, which to be one of my themes, and I didn't have my own daug that time?that I ran up to my mother-in-law's where s living and got her back. I could only keep her at that tim week, but the poem moved me to action. and a short line, and I play around with rhy sometimes make a kind of impossible syllabic can get the first verse and it's right, then I migh that for four more verses, and then I might c I felt that it needed a new rhythm. It has as m speech as it does with the way it will look on t it will change speech?it's a kind of compressio scribe it this way; that if you used form it was li of wild animals out in the arena, but enclosing and you could let some extraordinary animals the right cage, and that cage would be form.
Marx: In the same article that you wrote for th Society you said, "Form for me is a trick to dec you, but me." Sexton: I can explain that exactly. I think all fo order to get at the truth. Sometimes in my har ones that are difficult to write, I might make scheme, a syllabic count that is so involved, th me to be truthful. It works as a kind of super-e may now face it, because it will be impossible e Almost any accomplished poet can do this. The get to the real, the sharp edge of the poem? B say this not to deceive you, but to deceive me. I saying to myself you can't do it, and then if I c have deceived myself, then I can change it and I can even change and rearrange it so no one ca Sexton: Just in a very small way, a very qualified way. There is a big change after you write a poem. It's a marvelous feeling, and there's a big change in the psyche, but I think you really go into great chaos just before you write a poem, and during it, and then to have come out of that whole, somehow is a small miracle, which lasts for a couple of days. Then on to the next. 
